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Abstract 
In an educational climate sharply focused on school improvement, a large Australian multi-campus 
secondary college has developed a formal and ongoing partnership with the School of Education at 
their regional university.  This paper examines one of the initiatives they developed together; an 
approach aptly called Collaborative Learning Partnerships that aims to enable teachers to learn more 
deeply in the context of their work through critical reflection, self-analysis,  collaborative planning 
processes, substantive conversation and the testing of new ideas and approaches.  The initial concept 
was inspired by the growing body of research that indicates that teachers make the fundamental 
difference to students’ learning.  If teacher learning became a real priority in the college it was felt 
that students’ learning would subsequently be enhanced.  How then could the classroom, the space 
where teachers spend most of their working time, be used as a context in which teachers too could 
learn deeply about their role and the complexity of their work?  This paper points to the influence of 
complex social processes that are at play when teachers work together in this way and to the 
understandings about learning itself that are surfaced through such processes. 
 
 
Introduction 
When the School of Education at the University of Ballarat developed a formal partnership with a large 
regional secondary college, it became apparent that the term ‘partnership’ also meant that a special 
kind of relationship had to develop between the people involved.  The focus for this paper is not on that 
relationship, although it could easily be, but on an initiative developed, initially through conversation, 
that would enable teachers to form learning relationships with other teachers. The initiative, called 
Collaborative Learning Partnerships (CLPs), involves teachers observing one another and students  in 
classrooms, modeling for one another new strategies and approaches, reflecting in conversation on 
emerging thoughts and ideas, and planning together.  This paper draws upon conversations and 
interviews held with teachers involved in the experience over the course of a year and examines 
questions like: What impact does having another teacher in a classroom have on thinking and learning?  
In a profession that has traditionally required people to work autonomously and in isolation, how aware 
are we of what really takes place in classrooms?  What processes help teachers to reflect deeply on 
their practice and consequently change? The paper outlines the key elements of the CLP initiative and 
explores three metaphors that emerge and develop through the teachers’ conversations.   
 
As someone trying to understand the complex roles of researcher, change agent, leader and critical 
friend, I have approached this paper as a reflective piece, a personal account written by someone who 
like the teachers themselves, is trying to redefine and challenge themselves in terrain that is new and 
uncertain.  I am active in the conversation – and who wouldn’t want to be?  I write as though in 
conversation moving backwards and forwards through time and space in order to capture a better sense 
of an experience layered with the irregularity of personal subjectivities and story.  What seems to 
surface through the messiness of the experience is not only the complexity of learning but also how 
central social processes are to enhancing thinking.  The social aspect of this experience makes it both 
engaging and unsettling and it is when this paradoxical mix is in operation that the most interesting 
learning occurs. 
 
I begin in a meeting of teachers ….. 
 
We sat around two laminex tables, six teachers having come from different corners of a busy three 
campus secondary college.  I had come from a classroom too, only in a university setting where I teach 
pre-service secondary and primary teachers.  We sat in the library discussion room around pale blue 
tables, a large window at one end overlooking the college garden where ancient cypress trees stood still 
and magnificent.  Not that we noticed them.  Familiar things often go unnoticed.  There was a sense of 
communal weariness as there often is in after-school meetings toward the end of a school year, and 
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there were chairs left vacant between each person as though we needed space with which to separate 
one world from another, one person from another.  Sometimes I’m aware of larger spaces between 
people when they meet together to converse; this group is weary after a day of teaching but they 
respect one another and feel connected by the powerful threads of a shared learning experience.   
 
This meeting takes place at the end of the first year of this initiative.  I have asked the teachers to 
construct a metaphor that will allow them to examine the experience they have had as Collaborative 
Learning Partners and to present those metaphors as the starting point for conversation.  Richard places 
an object on the table and suddenly the spaces between us heave and change shape.  Chairs are shuffled 
closer together and heads tilt inward.  We move into a conversation about learning.  The metaphors 
created by the teachers help us to identify the essential elements of our experience, but before I 
elaborate on those, I need to explain in more detail the basis of the initiative that brings this group of 
teachers together. 
 
Using language that has wound its way into our professional vernacular we are involved in an 
‘initiative’ that aims to improve the ‘quality’ of teaching and consequently ‘improve students’ 
learning’.  The term ‘quality’ is problematic and yet it has entered our vocabulary, like so many other 
difficult words, with assurance and assertiveness.  What is a ‘quality’ teacher?  What do they do in 
classrooms to help students to learn? Are there different levels of ‘quality’?  Are ‘quality’ teachers 
always ‘effective’ in all types of schools with all types of students?  What prior experiences have 
‘quality’ teachers had?  Do ‘quality’ teachers continue to learn and develop increased levels of 
‘quality’? Are ‘effective’ schools made up of ‘quality’ teachers?  What can schools do to help build 
‘quality’?  The questions are overwhelming and open to all sorts of subjectivities.   
As an educator who works in a regional university and a secondary college, and who has been 
employed to work in the area of school improvement, I grapple with what it is that helps us to learn – 
and to learn deeply.  And with how it is that we can demonstrate within the school context that deeper 
levels of learning are occurring.  A growing body of research suggests that teachers make the 
difference.  Here in Australia, Ken Rowe’s research (2002) indicates strongly that, “When all other 
sources of variation are taken into account, including gender, social backgrounds of students and 
differences between schools, the largest differences in student achievement are between classes.  That 
is, by far the most important source of variation in student achievement is teacher quality.” (p.1)   
Darling-Hammond (2000), in her extensive summary of research into teacher quality writes: “The 
effects of well prepared teachers on student achievement can be stronger than the influences of student 
background factors, such as poverty, language background, and minority status.” (p. 35).  There are 
also those who believe, like Petrosky (2004), that teachers have been unfairly positioned as being 
totally responsible for students’ learning and that this positioning is related in part to the renewed 
emphasis on testing, behaviourism and direct instruction in the United States.   
 
While I find Petrosky’s view interesting, my personal experience seems to suggest that teachers who 
are open to learning are more effective.  I agree with educationalists like Barthes (1990) who state that 
“teacher growth is closely related to pupil growth.  Probably nothing within a school has more impact 
on students in terms of skills development, confidence, or classroom behaviour than the personal and 
professional growth of their teachers.” (p. 49)  And Haberman (2004) who asserts: “Only teachers who 
are avid, internally motivated learners can truly teach their students the joy of learning.  The frequently 
espoused goal of lifelong learning for our students is hollow rhetoric unless the school is also a learning 
community in which teachers demonstrate engagement in meaningful learning activities.” (p.52)  It is 
the notion of teachers as learners that I want to focus more specifically on.  There is some research 
(Murnane, 1985) that suggests that teachers’ enthusiasm for learning is related to increased student 
achievement.  If this is the case, how do we help teachers to learn and continue to learn in the context 
of their work?   
 
As a group of educators, this is where our journey began and from this question and our thinking about 
current learning theory, emerged the idea of establishing collaborative learning partnerships.  I say “our 
journey” because I am integrally tied up in the development of this initiative.  I am both insider and 
outsider, someone who is employed as a university researcher and critical friend and also as a leader 
within the college responsible for helping to enhance teaching and learning.  I am also a co-learner in 
the situation.  Like the others I shift between being emotionally and personally involved to being an 
open and active listener to being analytical and critical in my thinking.  I engage in the conversation 
and do more than pose challenging open questions.   I share myself, talk my thinking, enter the debates 
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and with others try to push things further.  I not only want to describe what this is like for others but I 
want to think more about my own learning too. 
 
 
Nearly three years ago, the secondary college, like a number of others received extra funding from the 
state government to address literacy, numeracy and engagement levels in the middle years.  The college 
has approximately 130 teaching staff and 1400 students enrolled across three campuses.  The funding 
arrived at an opportune moment as we had spent the year before investigating our own teaching and 
learning culture and identifying issues we wanted to take action on.  We consequently agreed to use 
most of the funding to release about seven teachers from some of their teaching.  These people would 
be called Collaborative Learning Partners (CLPs) and they would spend approximately .4 of their 
teaching load working with other teachers in classrooms.   
 
Over the course of the first year a handbook was developed by teachers involved and this outlines the 
attributes of the Collaborative Learning Partners.  They are: 
 
• Lifelong learners who have a passion for enquiry based learning. 
• Teachers who have well developed understandings about teaching and learning processes and 
are interested in current educational research. 
• Teachers who have well developed interpersonal skills, communication skills and have 
strategies which enable them to collaborate effectively with others. 
• Teachers who have the ability to reflect on and understand their own thinking and the thinking 
of others. 
• Teachers who are able to think creatively and analytically. 
• Teachers who use various strategies to help others to reflect. 
• Teachers who have good organizational skills. 
 
We initially asked for teachers to express their interest in working as CLPs and had about 20 teachers 
keen to take part.  The selection process that has developed over time, involves interviewing teachers 
and evaluating their applications against a set of criteria, these being: 
 
 Demonstrated willingness to learn 
 Demonstrated interpersonal skills and ability to work collaboratively as part of a team 
 Demonstrated knowledge of the college Teaching and Learning Framework. 
 
The Teaching and Learning Framework is an overarching document developed by the teaching staff at 
the college, which outlines how people learn and teach effectively.  It draws upon current learning 
theories as well as the collective experience and knowledge of the teachers in the school.  The intention 
of the Framework is to create shared understandings, approaches and beliefs about how we can 
enhance learning.  This document sits at the centre of all decisions made in the college about 
curriculum design, pedagogy, assessment and reporting, leadership, school organisation and the 
professional development of teachers.   
 
The CLPs use this document as the basis for their work with other teachers.  It provides them with a 
platform from which to design curriculum together, pin point ideas and initiate discussion, focus 
classroom observations, model and share new strategies and approaches, evaluate lessons, and reflect 
on what is being learned.  It is there as a guiding document but it does not constrain and frame 
everything that happens.  The teachers have freedom in their partnerships to examine what emerges 
through the process of working together and to take action based on the needs of individual teachers 
and their students. 
 
On average the CLPs work closely with 4 other teachers who become their ‘partners’.  The selection of 
partners is a flexible process.  All teachers in the college are given the opportunity to volunteer to work 
with a CLP.  They express their interest formally via email.  So far we have been able to accommodate 
all teachers who have wanted to take part and each year the number of interested teachers grows in 
number.  In two years more than 50 teachers have taken part in the program as partners. 
 
It is vital that the CLPs and their partners have a positive, respectful and supportive relationship, which 
reminds us that for adults too, relationships and social processes are at the heart of learning.  
Professional development opportunities for CLPs in their regular meetings cover in some detail 
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relationship building and emotional intelligence. For instance, the CLPs role-play the initial meetings 
they have with their partners so that they can practice and model for one another questioning 
techniques, conversation starters and active listening.  Interpersonal issues are discussed informally in 
meetings and together the group works through problems as they arise.   
 
 
The meeting around the pale blue laminex tables takes place at the end of the first year.  And around 
the tables are the teachers who have been working as CLPs.  They have been in other teachers’ 
classrooms; modeled new strategies for hesitant teachers; had substantive conversations with teachers 
about the learning of individual students; reflected on their experiences; and tried to identify some 
essential elements worth sharing.  We have created lots of opportunities for talk and have used a range 
of different strategies to help us to find new ways of articulating and documenting what it is we are 
learning.  The discussion that takes place on this particular day is worth sharing.  It helps to frame some 
of the things we are discovering through the experience.  I will use the three metaphors that arise 
during this meeting to examine three ‘themes’ that have emerged here and elsewhere.  I will also draw 
upon relevant discussions held on other days, in other rooms, involving other people.  We have 
documented this process and teachers’ learning from the outset and have conducted interviews with the 
teachers involved at different stages of the experience.   
 
The teachers on this occasion have agreed to bring an object that acts as a metaphor for their 
experience during the year.  The Collaborative Learning Partner initiative was intended to enhance 
reflective practice.  In this instance we are using metaphor to open up new spaces for teachers to reflect 
on their complex, sometimes confusing, sometimes emotional, sometimes obscure experience.  Using 
metaphor in this way is not new.  For one group of American educators trying to understand the 
experience of teaching, metaphor opened “the fresh space of truth-telling, humor, powerful use of 
language, and image that holds the paradox and complexity of the human experience.” (Hurtig, 2000, 
p. 27).  Metaphors can give shape to our thinking and experience.  The search for a suitable 
juxtaposition can help us to surface and understand what is difficult and uncertain.   
 
The tightrope walker as the self conscious teacher 
On the table are two small poles with a fine thread running between them.  Richard, who has been 
teaching for about 16 years, holds them up, a pole in each hand, and he begins to explain his symbolic 
object. 
 
What I thought about was a tightrope.  I’ve been thinking this year I’ve been out there on 
show, so I felt like I was part of the circus and to go over a tight rope you’ve got to be very 
balanced and you’ve got to think about every step that you make because with every step you 
might fall off in one direction or the other.  You’ve got to be very calculated in what you’re 
doing and what effect it’s going to have.  I’m forever thinking about everything I do, every 
step I take and what effect it’s going to have and how it’s going to be seen. 
 
Being in a classroom with other teachers makes Richard feel like he’s walking a tightrope now more 
consciously aware of what he does as a teacher and more critical.  He is “on show” and “seen” by 
others and making self-judgments based on what he knows about teaching and learning and what he 
thinks others are thinking.  Like the tightrope walker he is aware of each step, he is deliberate in his 
movements and consciously linking what he does now with what might be the outcome.  Being 
observed by others is an unsettling experience.  It may raise conscious awareness but this is not 
necessarily comfortable.  I’m reminded of some of my student teachers who long for the day when they 
will have ‘control’ of their own classes and be able to escape the glare of someone else’s critical eyes. 
 
Jake, also a CLP, spoke on another occasion about one of his partners and this unsettling quality of 
being observed: 
 
I found out later that she hadn’t slept all weekend because she was so nervous about me 
coming in (to her classroom) and she said she felt like a first year teacher having a supervisor 
come in and when she got half way to school she realized she had left her notes behind and 
she had to turn around and drive all the way back home. 
 
Simon, who works with one of the CLPs in his Maths classes, spoke earlier in the year about what it 
was like for him to have another teacher in his classroom.  
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It’s a constant reminder to think about what you are teaching and analyzing it is a lot harder.  
It’s more difficult because it is very easy to be able to say, well that didn’t work well today 
and the kids must have had a bad day, tomorrow will be better, rather than sitting down and 
saying well hang on, perhaps when I actually started talking today perhaps it was boring, 
perhaps it was too hard, perhaps the words I used, they just didn’t understand….. I suppose 
there are nights when I sit back and wish I was like I was five years ago.  I just accepted the 
fact that this was the way teaching was and if you didn’t get it, well bad luck…  You get 
frustrated now that you know that they are not getting it and that you need to improve what 
you are actually doing, that you actually have to make the effort if you want it to work, and 
you know you have to make the effort because you have got that person there that suggested 
for you to do something.  If you don’t do it then I suppose you’re not taking on the good 
advice and not learning from it and that’s embarrassing. 
 
Senge (2000) suggests that changing the way we think and interact involves looking within as well as 
looking beyond: 
 
We must take time to look inward: to become aware of, and study, the tacit “truths” that we 
take for granted, the ways we create knowledge and make meaning in our lives, and the 
aspirations and expectations that govern what we choose from life. (p.20) 
 
The notion of ‘walking the tightrope’ and being on view seems to inspire this looking inward and self-
consciousness.  Simon, who has a strong professional commitment, wants to be seen to be ‘doing a 
good job’.  Having someone else observing him in the classroom seems to provide an invisible gauge 
that he measures himself against.  He starts to predict the sort of feedback he might receive about his 
own performance and his students’ learning: 
 
I think of what she is thinking of me … You want to make sure that people have a perception 
that “Yes I think he has a good handle on his class, I’ve walked past and the kids seem to be 
okay”.  But now that they are in your class, now that they are actually looking at what you are 
doing, how good is he actually? ……You start analyzing yourself I suppose… It’s about 
becoming better at what you are doing, becoming a better teacher in the classroom and I think 
that translates into becoming a better person. 
 
The gaze and what remains unsaid but is intimated through body language has a powerful impact.  Kate 
talked about her partnership with Simon earlier in the year: I suspect he uses me a bit like a mirror in 
the way that Joanne (another partner) does.  Joanne says that I am a bit like a mirror, I don’t have to 
say anything, she can see it all.  And she just senses it by knowing that I am in her classroom.   
 
Jake, who has been attending some of Kate’s classes, pointed in an earlier discussion to the uneasiness 
of this arrangement.  
 
I still think it has the potential to go wrong: going into someone else’s class.  I was watching 
Kate the other day, I really had the wind up her there for a while and that worries me …but 
she got more value out of it than I thought she would, but she still really has tried to avoid 
talking about what happened in that class and what I actually saw … 
 
Kate talked separately about that same day:  
 
It’s about reflection, it’s about looking at things from a different angle and it’s good to be 
able to sit down and talk about what’s next.  I had Jake in my classroom one day and I felt 
that mirroring effect really well.  It was rather difficult but I think about this working and I’m 
trying to run this class and rather than continuing with the bad approach that I had, I’m 
trying to take in the feedback that I can see and thinking how I can rescue myself, how I can 
get out of this.  It made me operate differently… 
 
There appears to be a complex range of unspoken but felt signals operating in the classroom where 
people are reading what one another are thinking; consciously and unconsciously sending non-verbal 
cues; visualizing the unspoken; making assumptions; self monitoring and analyzing; using self talk.  
Having teachers in a classroom together in this way seems to heighten interpersonal and intrapersonal 
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ways of thinking and feeling so that the teachers become more conscious and deliberate.  Kate implies 
that she sees herself through Jake’s eyes, but she also views herself differently by seeing herself 
through the eyes of the students.  She sees the students viewing Jake and making comparisons between 
the two of them.  She starts to define herself more clearly by making these comparisons.  While this 
may be unsettling, it is also a process that seems to lead to deeper levels of learning, self analysis and 
reflection.  It is interesting that being viewed by other teachers generates this thinking and that being 
viewed by students on a daily basis, with no other teacher present, does not have the same impact.   
 
The teachers involved in this process are grappling with problematic understandings of knowing.  
Reflecting in action or on action with someone else creates awareness that there are multiple ways of 
understanding and learning.  The teachers question their own certainty and routines when they are 
confronted by different ways of perceiving and they see that there are other ways of interpreting action. 
 
Susan is a partner of another CLP, Ron.  She talked on one occasion about the impact of having Ron in 
her classroom: 
 
..we sort of watch the kids together and observe and say “Look, they’re working really really 
well” and I guess you get that kind of feedback … We talk to each other about what the kids 
are doing, you get another teacher’s perception and often you don’t have the luxury of that.  
You only see through your own eyes .. We have different expectations and that has been quite 
positive.   
 
Susan believes that having two teachers in the classroom together raises everyone’s awareness that 
there is not one set way to learn, that there are different approaches, ways of thinking, and strategies 
that suit different learning styles.  She discusses a particular incident where a student needed help to 
solve a mathematical problem:   
 
Having a different teacher there who would have taught her in a different way than I would 
have, or would have come to a different conclusion or actually had a different way of 
presenting, I think is very positive …. I would not have thought of giving, presenting the 
information in that way, but because of Ron’s questioning and the way he assisted, she came 
up with something different to what I would have thought. 
 
When teaching and learning move into a more critical and public realm, the teacher seems more aware 
of their own knowledge and skills and the impact they are having on students’ learning.  While for 
some this is not a desirable or comfortable place to be, they become more conscious of their own habits 
and routines of behaviour and their desire to be respected, helps provide the basis for improvement. 
 
The warped shell and the process of learning 
“I’ve got a shell,” says Anna and she places a fragile, white, spiral shaped shell on the pale blue 
laminex table in the library discussion room. 
 
My involvement in the CLP program is expanding my awareness and hopefully their 
awareness of how we can improve learning for students.  And it continues on like the 
development of the shell.  It’s an expanding process, a developmental process.  There’s a 
continuity to it and from my own point of view, I’ve felt that there’s also a kind of holistic 
approach where I’ve felt a lot of different threads were tying together…. although in some 
ways the shell doesn’t fit.  I think I need to find something that represents a warped 
development.   
 
Anna looks for a moment at the shell and turns it in her hands.  
 
But there are ridges here and a kind of warp here, so maybe the shell does show this.   
 
Our beliefs and values about education, our emotions and prior experiences, our personal dispositions 
are integrally tied up in a living system.  Too often professional learning opportunities for teachers 
focus only on what is to be learned (strategies for teaching more effectively; discipline content; issues 
related to young people and their developmental needs) and how it will be delivered.   They are 
sanitized, well structured experiences usually prearranged by an ‘expert’ that take little account of the 
individuals present and the contexts they each work in.  Fullan (1999) contends, “Problems are 
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inevitable and you can’t learn without them.” (p.18)  What is needed are richer more problematic and 
developmental learning opportunities for teachers that really engage them in thinking about themselves, 
their students and what happens in the complexity of their classrooms. 
 
Our learning is deeper if it is driven by personal vision and purpose, if it uses constructivist pedagogy 
that enables us to build new ideas and concepts based upon current knowledge and mental models, and 
if that occurs in a social context that is meaningful and real.  Learning is an active process that involves 
the messy mix of error, problem solving, debate, feeling, solid as well as uncertain personal beliefs, 
sorting and sifting, personal and collaborative decision-making and so on.  Papert (1993), a well known 
cognitive constructivist, uses the film Dirty Dancing to build two different conceptions of learning: 
“clean” learning and “dirty” learning.  ‘Clean’ learning is more formulaic, less emotional, more 
transactional, whereas the notion of ‘dirty’ embodies the personal, the intuitive, the unspoken, the 
ambiguous, the cultural and the social.  Anna would relate to this analogy.  She would say that the 
process of learning is sometimes smooth and symmetrical like the shell; but more frequently it is 
“warped”.   
 
The CLP experience, like the warped shell, is developmental and organic and also bumpy and irregular.  
There is excitement and fulfillment as well as tension and frustration.  Anna would prefer “everybody 
to pick up with the ideas and run with them”, for there to be a clean sense of symmetry and cohesion.  
This is fundamentally learning through social processes where personal histories, dispositions, 
relationships and prior knowledge are surfaced and apparent rather than hidden and ignored.  Because  
of the nature of the CLP experience and because we devote time to trying to identify what it is we are 
discovering along the way, it is also deepening our understandings of learning itself. 
 
Kristina is one of Jake’s partners.  While she believes her involvement in the CLP process has been 
good to get suggestions from a totally different point of view because what I assume, other people 
don’t, she sees the value of the work with Jake as just running things past him really.  In an interview 
earlier in the year, she says that she doesn’t mind having someone else in her classroom: No, I don’t 
mind.  I think it’s really good to have somebody in there.  I would just go about it as I would normally 
do it.  What you see is what you get.  No, it doesn’t faze me at all.   
 
Jake holds a very different perception.  In a separate interview with him, he said, 
 
I have a very strong feeling with this one particular teacher that she didn’t want me in her 
classroom and that it wasn’t appropriate, she didn’t actually say that, but it was always there, 
something that I felt rather than something that she said.  
 
Jake described his strategy for enabling this teacher to feel more comfortable: I had been getting her 
used to me coming into the room by just using the room as a passageway, as it’s got two doors, so I 
walk through there five, six, seven, eight, ten times a day and stop and talk to kids or chat to her … so I 
just become this regular feature wandering in and out. 
 
While these two teachers discuss the same events, what is revealed are two different ways of 
representing the experience.  Here also, is evidence of a teacher intuitively sensing another’s feelings, 
foregrounding interpersonal thought and making decisions and taking action based upon those 
perceptions.   
 
Kristina says the process has been useful because it has helped others to see and appreciate the 
problems she faces daily in the classroom.  She said: 
 
Very few staff pop in to see how it’s going and I didn’t really feel that anyone knew the 
intricacies of running (my) class.  Just some of the comments people make that it’s easy.  And 
it was very evident when Jake came in and he was appalled, and wondered why I was still 
sane. 
 
Kristina’s narrative reveals a teacher preoccupied by the difficulties associated with students’ 
challenging behaviours.  She feels that she is unable to plan more engaging and creative learning 
experiences because the students misbehave: I wanted to take the kids down the street and do lots of 
excursions but I wasn’t prepared to because of the way they behaved.  She also feels her colleagues 
have little understanding and appreciation of what teaching is like for her: ..they seem to think it is very 
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easy .. but they don’t see all the things, they don’t know all that, that you have to do a lot of 
preparation before a class ..  While the CLP experience has provided Kristina with an opportunity to 
become known and understood, these feelings of blame and self-defensiveness, seem to block the level 
of learning that is possible through the Collaborative Learning Partnerships.  Perkins (1995) refers to 
this as “ego defense.”  
 
Most of us surely seek to defend and overdefend viewpoints about the world that lie close to 
our conceptions of ourselves and our roles in relation to others…..When my position is at 
stake, I am more likely to be hasty – after all, I already know what I think, so why think more?  
I am more likely to be narrow – I do not even want to ponder the other side of the case.  I am 
more likely to be fuzzy – my own view seems to fit together nicely, so why should I probe it 
for confusions and incoherences? (p.165) 
 
While these parts of the interview with Kristina might not indicate that learning has taken place, they 
do perhaps reveal our ability to shut ourselves off from learning and how powerful our mindsets and 
defensive mechanisms can be.  They also don’t reveal what actually did happen in some of Kristina’s 
classes.  Through this program, Kristina began to use new literacy strategies that were aimed to support 
the learning of some of the “difficult” students in the class and, for the first time, she ran some role-
playing activities that saw students working in problem-based scenarios that were fun and related to the 
real world of work.  I’m constantly aware of how difficult it is to capture and measure the complexities 
related to thinking and learning and how ‘warped’ (in the most positive sort of way) real learning and 
thinking are.  
 
Now to the final metaphor and a conversation about the garden. 
 
Everything comes back to my garden 
You’ll have to come over to the window, says Kate in the library discussion room.  We all move out of 
our chairs, away from the pale blue tables and toward the large window that overlooks the garden and 
we see the ancient cypress trees and the rambling garden beds and the newly planted shrubs. 
 
 
Kate: Everything comes back to my garden.  I spend a lot of time in my garden and it 
reminds me of learning.  What you get are a few weeds that decide where they’re 
going to grow and how they’re going to grow and as much as I hate that onion weed 
over there that’s dying, there are other people that grow pots of onion weed.  There’s 
that business of nurturing and feeding and some individuals will grow in one 
direction, like the trees will grow in one direction, and others will grow in a different 
direction and you try and train and prune it and feed it, but in the end a lot of it’s up 
to the individual and what they will choose to take in from what you offer. 
 
Richard:  I’m just trying to work out the analogy of that ivy over there that’s strangling the 
living daylights out of that tree. 
 
Kate:  The ivy itself is thriving.  Some people cultivate ivy.  I walked out the back the other 
day and I saw this ivy on the fence and I thought, someone wrote a book once called 
‘Who the bloody hell planted that thing’ and I look at this creeper with white flowers 
in the ivy down the back and sometimes the things we find are nuisances, they’ve got 
a beauty in themselves that we don’t recognize until we look for the right spot for it. 
 
Anna: Maybe I’m seeing things darkly at the moment, but I would say, okay you’ve got a 
virulent weed that’s taking over that is really destroying the framework and if you 
don’t work on the ivy and you allow it to go its own way, like teachers who aren’t 
prepared to be changed.  You’ve got to be mighty stringent with ivy.  Otherwise it 
will dictate. 
 
Richard: Cut it out at the roots.  (everyone laughs) 
 
Anna: Or you’ve got to mow and clip it and say, ‘you’re okay there as a ground cover, but 
stay there! Don’t get up that tree because you’re killing the framework of the darn 
thing and it’s not going to flower and flourish. 
 9 
 
Kate: You can only shape to a certain extent.  You can encourage.  Pulling weeds out is like 
trying to get rid of the bad bits and nurturing the good bits.  The bad bits will keep 
coming back. 
 
Anna: You can have a happy garden that’s tolerant of bad bits; you can be tolerant of bad 
bits of teaching.  You’re never going to get everything absolutely tidy, but the beauty 
of the Framework can be developed most if there’s tolerance along with the vision of 
what we’re really wanting in the design and not allowing the take over, rampant kind 
of ‘I’m doing my own thing’ kind of approach. 
 
Kate:  Someone needs to be the landscaper. 
 
Richard: I’ve got my electric shears at home, hedge clippers.  I’ll bring them in and show you 
how everything can be shaped up. 
 
The development of the garden as a metaphor for learning and teaching (and leadership) that extends 
collaboratively through the conversation enables the group to express personal views and values as 
well as frustrations.  The conversation is playful.  There are humour and ironies present but there are 
also deeply held convictions aired.  The metaphor acts like a container within which shared 
understandings are presented, contested and developed.   
 
It is clear that these teachers have a commitment to whole school change and they link the work they’re 
doing with individual teachers in classrooms with improving and perhaps radically changing the way 
things are done in schools so that young people can learn more effectively.  While they see that the big 
picture design process, the shaping process, is important, this experience has also helped them to 
recognize the messy, chaotic, disordered nature of change.  Fullan (1999) writes about the importance 
of navigating on the edge of chaos, of a space that has both structure and openendedness, and that this 
is where learning can occur and where change is possible. Fullan warns, “Do not try to micromanage 
change through lots of rules, rigid structures and formal channels of communication.  Rather set up a 
system of people-based learning framed by a few key priorities and structures.” (p.24)   The 
challenge,says Fullan, is to trust the process.   
 
From a leadership perspective there will always be temptations to pull people into line, to narrow and 
define the focus, to develop more rigid structures and expectations, to have people do what you want 
them to do – to have a tidy garden.  And yet for me, the power of this experience lies not only in its 
openness but also in the fact that it takes place in territory that is real and complicated, where people 
are putting themselves and their knowledge on the line so that it can be discussed and understood.  If 
there is one thing that is clear it is that we need to find new and more effective ways for teachers in 
schools to engage in meaningful interaction about their learning, their teaching and themselves.  It is 
simple and perhaps obvious and yet we make few real attempts to create such opportunities.  Teachers 
say that being involved in a Collaborative Learning Partnership is the most profound professional 
learning experience they have had.  While this might be the case, we have yet to satisfactorily examine 
the impact on students’ learning.  Does having teachers who are more self-aware, reflective and open to 
learning lead to improved student learning outcomes?  Do teachers who are more knowledgeable about 
complex learning processes use these same processes in their classrooms to enhance students’ learning?  
Do teachers who trial new approaches and strategies in supportive environments, continue to use those 
new approaches and transfer them independently to other teaching contexts?  These questions, among 
others are helping to focus our investigations this year.   
 
There is an expectation that has not been felt more strongly than in current times, that teachers will 
embrace change; that they will operate as learners and help equip their students to deal with the 
demands of a rapidly changing and complex world.  Those that do not for various reasons open 
themselves up to new learning and indicate a preparedness to change their practice, create frustration 
for individuals and as these teachers suggest, make it more difficult for the whole garden to flourish 
and work in harmony.  Yet, as Kate suggests, the plants that are an apparent nuisance have a beauty in 
themselves and cause us to look again at what we think we see.   
 
Conclusion 
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The Collaborative Learning Partner initiative is enabling us to learn more about ourselves as learners – 
and to consider critically what it is we mean by teacher professional development.  When we open up 
opportunities that are difficult and confronting, which enable real social interaction, conversation and 
reflection; we have the potential to open up new and deeper levels of learning.  More of our 
professional learning opportunities need to be within the context of our real work and reliant on 
meaningful social interaction.  We need more opportunities to analyse the complexity of what do in 
classes to help young people learn and fewer opportunities that pretend learning is a simple step-by-
step process involving one dimensional players and clear rules.  Similarly, we need more opportunities 
to converse about our experiences and to identify with others the discoveries we are making along the 
way.  There is no better place to do this than in a school and no better people to do this with, than our 
colleagues. 
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